about the same number who now attend the Rose Bowl Parade every Jan. 1.
Today's state population is 33 times greater. The Department of Finance recently reported a 1.8% increase for the year ending July 1997 -574,000 more people. The numbers signaled a resurgence of net migration and a continuing high rate of natural increase. The same figures showed that all but four counties grew, and Monterey and San Benito counties tied for the state's highest growth, at 4.9%.
Rapid growth is a century-long trend in California ( fig. 1 ). Since the time of the Gold Rush, California's average yearly growth has exceeded 3.36% per year. Even when growth slowed during the recession of the early 1990s, California's fastest growing counties topped the growth rate of most countries in the world (table 1) .
In recent decades, urban growth has led to farmland losses and changing economics for a number of farms.
According to US. Bureau of the Census figures, the state lost close to 9 million acres of farmland between 1950 and 1993, a decline of almost 25%, from about 38 million to 29 million acres. As California's population continues to grow, so will urban land. By 2100, if current land-use patterns don't change, urban land in California could occupy one-third of the state -more area than is currently occupied by agriculture.
The reverse of a trend
For the first half of this century, farms and farmland increased along with California's population growth. But after 1950, the trend reversed. As population increased further, farmland declined ( fig. 2 ). Urban populations moved into the agricultural mid, coastal valleys of Ventura and Monterey and San Luis Obispo and the fertile valleys east, north and south of Despite increasing production, markets changed such that the value of the state's agricultural production experienced an extended decline after 1975, if figures are adjusted for inflation. In constant 1992 dollars, the 1975 value of production was $25 billion and the 1993 value of production was $18 billion. Production value has shown an upward trend in the past 5 years.
What lies ahead?
More recently, population has spread over the Tehachapis south of Bakersfield and over the coastal ranges into the fertile Central Valley. This time agriculture has nowhere to go. The children of dairy farmers who sold their San Bernadino operations and resettled in the Central Valley don't have the same options their parents had, because additional dairy land is not readily available in the state. Relo- Also, LAFCOs rarely reject an annexation or incorporation proposal championed by a local community based on its impacts on farmland, and become mired in controversy when they do act to protect agricultural land.
Agriculture is typically included in the local general plan, in either the state-mandated land use or open space elements, or an optional agricultural element. However, state law does not impose any meaningful substantive requirements that local governments actually protect or preserve agricultural land in the face of development pressures. Instead, California's strong tradition of local home rule grants individual cities and counties wide discretion over land use and development decisions, which they often exercise to allow the conversion of farmland to urban uses. The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) is perhaps the preeminent state environmental statute in the nation. However, the act has several weaknesses when it comes to protecting farmland. Farmland conversion per se is not considered a "significant environmental impact" under CEQA. As a consequence, many farmland conversion actions escape environmental scrutiny altogether. Even when significantly adverse farmland impacts are identified, lead agencies are free to approve a project by making a finding that the benefits of the project outweigh the impacts, or by deciding that alternatives to the project
